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US POLICY 
IN  C E N T R A L  
AMERICA
Why does the United 
States government pursue 
i  the policy it does In 
Central America? What is 
this policy? In this article 
James Levy a r g u e s  that It 
Is Ideology which Informs 
present United States 
government policy in 
Central America, domin­
ating 'objective' consider­
ations such as U.S. 
economic Investment in 
the area.
J a m e s  R . L e v y
/ n  th is  b r i e f  a r t ic le ,  tw o  q u e s t io n s  a re  a d d re s s e d :  w h y  d o e s  the  U nited  S ta te s  g o v e r n m e n t  p u r s u e  th e  policy  it d o e s  in C e n t ra l  A m e r ic a ?  
W h a t  is the  po licy?  If  th is  se em s  to  pu t  
t h e  c a r t  b e f o r e  t h e  h o r s e ,  I 
a c k n o w le d g e  the  p o in t .  But b eh in d  m y 
r e a s o n in g  lies a  c e n tra l  p re m ise :  th a t  
th e  f u n d a m e n ta l  so u rc e s  o f  the  U S  
g o v e rn m e n t 's  fo re ign  p o l icy  reside 
w ith in  domestic e c o n o m ic ,  soc ia l  a n d  
po l i t ica l  c o n d i t io n s  a n d  n o t  p r im a r i ly  
in w h a t  o t h e r  c o u n t r ie s  m ig h t  d o .  T h is  
is n o t  a  novel p o s i t io n ;  in fac t ,  it is the  
p rem ise  o f  a n  e x ce l len t  a r t ic le  o n  U S 
p o licy  b y  L a u re n c e  W h i t e h e a d .1
r h e  U S  s o c i e t y  a n d  i t s  g o v e r n m e n t  h a v e  b e e n  p r o f o u n d ly  s h a p e d  by the a c q u is i t io n  a n d  p ro te c t io n  o f  a n  
o v e rsea s  e m p i r e ,  a  p ro ces s  w h ic h ,  in 
h is to r ica l  te rm s ,  has  b een  re la tive ly  
s h o r t ,  d a t i n g  f r o m  ro u g h ly  th e  t u r n  o f  
the tw e n t ie th  c c n tu ry .  It i.s p o ss ib le ,  o f  
c o u r s e ,  to  a rg u e  th a t  im p e r ia l i sm  has  
been  th e  c e n t r a l  fac t  o f  A m e r i c a n  
h is to ry  fo r m  the  m o m e n t  w h en  the  
fi rst se t t le rs  b eg an  to  w res t  lan d  f r o m  
the  na t iv e  p o p u la t io n s .  In d e e d ,  no t  
o n ly  th e  In d ia n s ,  b u t  a lso  the  F re n c h ,  
th e  S p a n i s h  a n d  th e  M e x ic a n s  
r e t r e a t e d  f r o m  th e  i r r e p r e s s ib l e  
"M a n ife s t  D es t in y "  o f  w e s tw a rd  
e x p a n s i o n  to  the  Pacif ic  O ce a n .  As a 
re su l t  o f  its v ic to ry  o v e r  S p a in  in 1898, 
the  U n ited  S ta te s  a c tu a l ly  a c q u i r e d  
o v e rsea s  te r r i to r ie s  in c lu d in g  P u e r to  
R ico  a n d  the P h i l ip p in e s  w hile ,  
s im u l ta n e o u s ly ,  it b eg an  to  w res t  a n  
in fo rm a l  e m p i r e  th r o u g h  the  e x p o r t  o f  
c a p i t a l  a n d  th e  d o m i n a n c e  o f  m a r k e ts .  
U n w il l ing  t o  a c k n o w le d g e  p o ssess ion  
o f  its o v e rsea s  e m p i r e ,  a n d  re fus ing
o u t r ig h t  to  a c cep t  r e sp o n s ib i l i ty  fo r  its 
t e r r i to r ia l  a d m i n i s t r a t i o n  excep t  in a 
very  few a r e a s ,  th e  U S g o v e rn m e n t  
a n d  its c i t izen s  n ev e r the le ss  ad ju s te d  
to  the  im p e ra t iv e s  o f  e m p ire :  n o t  only 
d i d  t h e y  f o r m u l a t e  a p p r o p r i a t e  
in s t i tu t io n s  (an  a r m y ,  n av y  a n d  
a i r fo rc e ;  the D e p a r tm e n t  o f  S ta te ,  
e tc .) ,  b u t  a lso  th e y  fo rged  a n  ideo logy  
o f  im p e r ia l i sm  w hich  e n a b le d  th e m  lo 
believe th a t  th e i r  g o v e rn m e n t 's  fo re ign 
po l icy  c o n f o r m e d  to  th e  idea ls  of 
po l i t ica l  d e m o c r a c y ,  soc ia l  equa li ty  
a n d  e c o n o m ic  p ro g re ss .
t h e  h is to ry  o f  U S  e x p a n s io n  reveals 
a  c o m p le x  p ro cess  in w h ich  such 
d iv e r se  in te re s t s  a s  p la n t a t i o n  ow ners ,  
g o ld  p ro s p e c to r s ,  im p o v e r i sh e d  d ir t  
f a r m e r s ,  t r a d e r s ,  f in anc ie rs ,  and  
in d u s t r ia l i s t s  p layed  a  p a r t .  It w as  no t 
a c o n s p i ra c y  p la n n e d  o n  Wall s t ree t  o r  
in W a s h in g to n ,  a l t h o u g h  b o th  cap ita l  
a n d  its po l i t ica l  s e rv an ts  c o n t r ib u te d  
decis ive ly  to  th e  process .  A n d  lest we 
fo rg e t  th a t  this e x p a n s io n  reflected 
d o m e s t i c  p re s su re s ,  let us r e m e m b e r ,  
fo r  e x a m  pie, th a t  th e  U S  e x p e r ie n c e d  a 
"R ed  S c a re "  in 1919 ev e ry  bit as 
h yste r ica l  a s  th a t  o f  the  la te  1940s and  
e a r ly  1950s, T h e  re q u i re m e n ts  ol social 
o r d e r  a n d  im p e r ia l  re spo ns ib i l i ty  
d u r i n g  the  ea r ly  s tag es  o f  e x p a n s io n  
d id  m u c h  to  c a u se  w h a t  W il l iam  
A p p le m a n  W il l iam s  ca lled  "T h e  G rea t  
E v a s io n "  the  re fusa l  o f  the  p eo p le  of 
the  U S  to  c o n f r o n t  M a r x  (an d  to 
a c k n o w l e d g e  p o s s e s s i o n  o f  a n  
em p i re ) .2 But th e  a c q u is i t io n  i tse lf  o f  
E m p i re  w as  a resu lt  o f  p o w erfu l  
d o m e s t i c  s e c t o r s  i n c l u d i n g  
a g r ic u l tu r a l  in te res ts  w h ich  p layed  a 
p a r t i c u l a r ly  p r o m in e n t  ro le  in the  
p rocess .
F a r  m o re  o b v io u s  a r e  the so u rc e s  of
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/ n e f iec t ,  R e a g a n  is r e s p o n d in g  to  his c o n s t i tu e n c y  — b r o a d ly  the  s ta te s  ol the  s o u th ,  s o u th -w e s t  a n d  fa r  w est w h e re ,  s ince  the  s e c o n d  w orld  
w a r ,  th e  U S m i l i ta ry - in d u s t r i a l  resides 
a n d ,  w ith  it, in c re a s in g  n u m b e r s  o f  
p e o p le .  T h e  tw o  fac ts  a r e  c lose ly  
re la ted .  B e tw een  1960 a n d  l % 7  th e  to p  
ten  m i l i ta ry  c o n t r a c to r s  w ere  L o c F ^  
h eed  A irc r a f t ,  G e n e ra l  D y n a m ic s ,  
M c D o n n e l l - D o u g la s ,  B oe ing ,  G en e ra l  
E lec tr ic ,  N o r th  A m e r ic a n -R o c k w e l l ,  
U nited  A irc ra f t ,  A m e r ic a n  T e le p h o n e  
a n d  T e leg raph ,  M a r t i n - M a r i e t t a  an d  
S p e r r y - R a n d . 5 O v e rw h e lm in g ly ,  these  
c o r p o r a t i o n s  a r e  lo ca ted  w i th in  w h a t  
is n o w  th e  R e a g a n  c o n s t i tu e n c y .  T h e  
s t ro n g  e c o n o m ic  a n d  po li t ica l  link 
b e t w e e n  t h e  m i l i t a r y - i n d u s t r i a l  
c o m p le x  a n d  its g e o g ra p h ic a l  b a se  is 
c le a r  in th e  D e p a r tm e n t  o f  D e fense  
w h e re  m a n y  of the  to p  m a n a g e r s c o m e  
f ro m  C a l i fo rn ia  w here  th ey  w o rk e d  lo r  
d e fen ce  c o n t r a c to r s . '1 C ap i ta l  a n d  
p e o p le  f low  l iqu id - l ik e  to w a r d s  th e  
s o u th e r n  a n d  w es te rn  p e r ip h e ry  ol the  
U nited  S ta te s .  Now', L o s  A n g e le s  has 
rep laced  C h ic a g o  a s  th e  n a t io n 's  
s ec o n d  la rges t  city; H o u s to n  p u sh ed  
P h i la d e lp h ia  f r o m  f o u r t h  to  fifth  
p lace ;  B a l t im o re  d r o p p e d  f ro m  te n th  
to  tw elf th  p lace  a s  S a n  A n to n io  a n d  
H o n o lu lu  g rew .  D e a th  in th e  n o r th e a s t  
( B raz i l ian is ts  w ill a p p re c i a te  the  iro n y )  
is  w i d e l y  a c k n o w l e d g e d  w h i l e  
p o l i t ic ian s  a s  d iv e r se  in th e i r  views as  
R o n a ld  R e a g a n  a n d  Jesse  J a c k s o n  
a p p ly  a " s o u th e r n  s t ra teg y " .  In deed ,  
the  lo c u s  o f  U n ited  S ta te s  d o m e s t i c  
po l i t ica l  in f luence  a n d  e c o n o m ic
the p e r io d  s ince (945. W ith in  the  b r ie f  
period o f  j u s t  f o r ty  y ea rs ,  th e  U S  
d eveloped  a n d  c o n s o l id a te d  th e  
necessary s t ru c tu r e s  f o r  the  im p er ia l  
s o c i e t y :  a  h i g h l y  c e n t r a l i s e d  
b u r e a u c r a c y ,  a v a s t  m i l i t a r y  
e s t a b l i s h m e n t ,  a n  e n o r m o u s l y  
p r o d u c t i v e  b u t  b a d l y  d i s t o r t e d  
e c o n o m y ,  a n d  a n  id eo lo g y  w h ich  d o e s  
not m ere ly  legitimise im p e r ia l i sm  
am o n g  the  m a s se s  o f  U S  c i t izen s ,  bu t  
also ju s t i f ie s  fu r th e r  e x p a n s io n  an d  
mobilises th e  p e o p le  fo r  its m a n y  
a rd u o u s  ta sk s .  T h e  "C old  W a r"  ac ted  
as the c a ta ly s t  f o r  these  p ro cesses  an d  
to list so m e  o f  th e  m a in  e v e n ts  is to  
recall the e n o r m o u s  im p a c t  it h a s  had  
on all o f  us: the  r e d e m p t io n  o f  Cireece, 
George K e n n a n 's  c o n ta i n m e n t  o f  the  
U S S R  (1946), th e  loss o f  C h in a  in 
1949. th e  K o re a n  W ar ,  M c C a r th y i s m ,  
and m o re  d irec t ly  re la ted  t o  o u r  
present c o n c e rn ,  the  l ib e ra t io n  o f  
G u a tem a la  in 1954 a n d  the  loss o f  
C uba in 1959. A l th o u g h  the C o ld  W a r  
and U S  e x p a n s io n  w ere  p la n n e d ,  
d i r e c t e d ,  a n d  c o n d u c t e d  b y  
rep resen ta t iv es  p r e d o m in a n t ly  o f  
m o n o p o ly  a n d  f in a n c e  c a p i t a l  loca ted  
on the  e a s te rn  s e a b o a r d  o f  th e  U nited  
S lates, so o n  new  in te res ts  d ev e lo p e d  in 
o ther p a r t s  o f  th e  c o u n t r y  in d irec t  
response to  these  po lic ies ,  p a r t ic u la r ly  
in the s o u th ,  s o u th -w e s t  a n d  fa r  west.
Pe r h a p s  the  m o s t  d r a m a t i c  e c o n o m ic  c o n s e q u e n c e  o f  th e  C o ld  W a r  h as  b een  th e  g ro w th  of the "defence"  b u d g e t  a n d  w ith  it , the  
industries  d ir ec t ly  a n d  in d irec t ly  
related to  th e  m i l i ta ry .  F r o m  S U S 50  
billion a t  the  t im e  o f  th e  K o re a n  W a r ,  
to a p ro p o s e d  SU S 30 5  b il l ion  th is  year,
A US army adviser in El Salvador 
instructing a local soldier In the use of 
the M60 machine gun.
the  "defence"  b u d g e t  o f  the  U S  has 
n o w  d o m i n a t e d  a ll  o th e r  p r io r i t ie s  
save  "h e a l th ,  e d u c a t io n  a n d  w elfare" .
The R e a g a n  A d m in i s t r a t i o n ,  o n  
ic o m in g  to  p o w e r ,  p la n n e d  a  s ix -y ea r  
p r o g r a m  to  increase  the  m i l i ta ry  
b u d g e t  by 67 p e rc e n t  b e fo re  inflation!-’ 
T h e  e c o n o m ic  c o n s e q u e n c e s  o f  all  th is  
d e fy  m e a n in g  -  n u m b e r s  s im p ly  will 
no t d o  t o  e x p la in .  But lest we a t t e m p t  
to  d iv o rc e  the  h e a d y  rh e to r ic  of 
n a t i o n a l  secu r i ty  f r o m  h a rd  bu s iness  
im p e ra t iv e s ,  in th is  e x p a n s i o n  o f  
m il i ta ry  s p e n d in g ,  let Newsweek set us 
s t ra ig h t :  th e  t o p  m a n a g e r s  o f  the  
P e n t a g o n  " m u s t  f i n d  w a y s  to  
re in v ig o ra te  th e  n a t io n 's  d e fen ce  
in d u s t ry ,  w h o se  p ro d u c t iv e  c a p a c i ty  
has  d w in d le d  d a n g e ro u s ly  d u r i n g  the  
p o s t - V i e t n a m  e r a ' s  u n c e r t a i n  
b u d g e t in g " .4 A p p a re n t ly ,  m o re  th a n  
2 .000  a e ro s p a c e  c o n t r a c to r s  left the  
field b e tw een  1968 a n d  I 9 7 6 ; s o m e 2 4 0  
fo rg in g  fo u n d r ie s  c lo sed ;  th e  recess ion  
in th e  d e fe n c e  in d u s t r ie s  c au se d  layoffs  
to  th e  e x te n t  t h a t  Los A n g e le s  a lo n e  is 
now' sh o r t  30 .000  a e ro s p a c e  a n d  
e lec tr ica l  en g in ee rs ,  n o r  a re  there  
e n o u g h  w e ld e rs  a n d  p ip e  l i t te rs  f o r  the  
sh ip b u i ld e rs .  D esp ite  w a rn in g s  th a t  
sp e n d in g  o n  th is  scale  will c ause  
in f la t io n ,  in c re a se  b u d g e t  defic its ,  
k eep  in te re s t  ra te s  h igh  a n d  th u s  
t h r e a t e n  th e  w 'o r ld 's  p r e c a r i o u s  
e c o n o m ic  o r d e r .  R e a g a n  a n d  the  
P e n ta g o n  press  o n j n  I he style o f  true  
grit .  W h y ?  B ecause  th is  e c o n o m ic
recov ery  a n d  th e re  is o n e  - will be 
d e fen ce - led  a n d  defic it  f in a n c e d  
(K ey nes  w o u ld  a p p r e c i a te  the i rony) .
p o w e r  is sh i t t in g  w ith  th e  resu lt  th a t  
th e  la s t  f o u r  e lec ted  p re s id e n ts  
re p re se n te d  C a l i fo rn ia  ( N ix o n  a n d  
R e a g a n ) ,  T e x a s  ( J o h n s o n )  a n d  
G e o rg ia  (C a r te r ) .
T h is  f u n d a m e n ta l  c h a n g e  in the  
lo c a t io n  o f  p o w e r  a n d  in f luence  is 
o c c u r r in g  in a r e a s  —  espec ia l ly  the 
s o u th  a n d  so u th -w e s t  —  k n o w n  fo r  
rac ism ,  re l ig ious  fu n d a m e n ta l i s m ,  
p o p u l i s m ,  p a t r io t i s m  a n d  d is t ru s t  o f  
the  c ity ,  t h e  o ld  D e m o c ra t i c  "solid 
s o u th "  h a s  b een  r e m a r k a b ly  recep t ive  
to  R e a g a n 's  "new  righ t" ,  in d e e d ,  the  
im p o r t a n c e  o f  id eo lo g y ,  c o m b in e d  
w ith  th e  e c o n o m ic  a n d  po li t ica l  
c h a n g e s ,  c a n n o t  he  u n d e re s t im a te d .  1 
will g o  fu r th e r :  it is a n  id eo lo g y  w h ich  
in fo rm s  p re sen t  C e n t r a l  A m e r ic a n  
p o l i c y  d o m i n a t i n g  " o b j e c t i v e "  
c o n s id e ra t io n s  such a s  US e c o n o m ic  
in v e s tm e n t  in  th e  a re a .
W ith in  the  U S  as  a w h o le ,  th e re  is a 
p ro f o u n d  a n d  g en e ra l is ed  fea r  of 
c o m m u n i s m ,  th e  legacy o f  the  C o ld  
W a r  a n d  M c C a r th y .  It p e rv a d e s  
th in k in g  a t  a l l  soc ia l  levels a n d  resu lts  
in such  s lo p p y  (n o t  to  s ay  d a n g e ro u s )  
c o n c e p t s  a s  the  n a t io n a l  in te res t ,  the  
e ff icacy  o f  free e n te rp r i s e ,  d o m i n o  
t h e o r i e s ,  a n d  t h e  K r e m l i n  a s  
c a p i t a l i s m 's  eq u iv a le n t  t o  R o m e 's  
thes is  o f  o r ig in a l  sin. T h e  ideo log y  o f  
a n t i - c o m m u n i s m  faced  p ro f o u n d  
c h a l le n g e  d u r i n g  th e  Viet N a m  W a r  
a n d  it is th is  h e g e m o n y  w h ich  R e a g a n  
a n d  his c o n s t i t u e n c y  seek to  re s to re .  (1 
a m  te m p te d  to  h y p o th e s is e  t h a t  it w as 
prec ise ly  the  d e p th  a n d  e ffec t iveness  o f  
the  c h a l len g e  to  th e  id eo lo g ica l  
h e g e m o n y  o f  th e  a n t i - c o m m u n i s t s  
w h ich  p r o m p te d  the  w i th d r a w a l  f ro m  
Viet N a m .  it w as  po ss ib ly  a s  
t h r e a t e n i n g  a s  t h e  e c o n o m i c  
c o n s e q u e n c e s  o f  the  w ar) .  T h o s e  a r e a s  
m o s t  in t im a te ly  re la ted  to  th e  m i l i ta ry -  
in d u s t r ia l  a r c  a l s o  th o se  a r e a s  w h ich ,  
fo r  h is to r ic a l  r e a s o n s ,  a r e  fertile  soil 
fo r  the  e u l tu re  o f  a n t i - c o m m u n i s m .  
T h u s ,  a  reciprocal r e l a t io n s h ip  ex is ts  
b e tw e en  the  d e v e lo p m e n t  o f  the  
m i l i ta ry - in d u s t r i a l ,  th e  inc rea s in g  
po li t ica l  a n d  e c o n o m ic  in t iu e n c e  o f  the 
s o u t h e r n  a n d  w es te rn  s ta te s ,  a n d  the  
s t r id e n t  rh e to r ic  o f  the  R e a g a n  
a d m i n i s t r a t i o n .
T w o  e x a m p le s  o f  th is  r e la t io n s h ip  
a r e  f u n d a m e n ta l i s t  P r o t e s t a n t i s m  a n d ,  
fo r  lack  o f  a  b e t t e r  t e r m ,  " th e  n ew  
F e d e ra l i s m "  w h ich  c o n t r i b u t e  in  
i m p o r t a n t  w ays  to  th e  R e a g a n  v iew  o f  
th e  w o r ld .  A l th o u g h  su c h  g ro u p s  as  
th e  M o r a l  M a jo r i t y  a r e  n o t  ex c lus ive ly  
b a sed  in  th e  s o u th ,  th e y  d e p e n d
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The location of power in the USA 
has moved to the south and south' 
west — areas known for their 
racism, religious fundamentalism, 
popularlsm and patriotism. Above: 
U n ite d  C la n s  o f A m e r ic a ,  
Alabama, 1969; Citizens Council 
of America for Segregation, 
Dallas, 1970; American Nazi Party, 
V irg in ia , 1967. R ig h t: B illy  
Graham. Below: Reagan rally In 
Louisville, Kentucky.
heavily on  th a t  a r e a  lo r  fu n d s  a n d  
mcmbvership a n d  hav e  d e v o te d  g re a t  
missionary e ffo r t  to  a r e a s  in C e n tra l  
A m e r i c a .  T h e s e  g r o u p s  h a v e  
supported c o n se rv a t iv e  c au se s  w i th in  
the United S ta te s  fo r  a  lo ng  t im e  a n d  
arc closely iden tif ied  w ith  a n t i ­
comm unism, th e  v ir tues  o f  free 
enterprise a n d  the  evils  o f  th e  big city. 
S i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  e x - p r e s i d e n t  o f  
G u a te m a la ,  E f r a i n  R i o s - M o n t t ,  
adhered to  o n e  o f  these  fu n d a m e n ta l i s t  
Protestant sects  lo ca ted  in C a l i fo rn ia .7
A n o th e r  e x a m p le  is th a t  o f  th e  "new  
federalism". T o  be su re ,  its p r o p o n e n t s  
do not res ide  so le ly  in the  s o u th ,  
southwest a n d  far  west, b u t  it is these 
areas w hich ,  in recen t y ea rs ,  have  
produced th e  m o s t  s t r id e n t  rh e to r ic .  
The  i d e a  is  t o  w e a k e n  " b i g  
governm ent"  a n d  by e x te n s io n  to  
allow m o re  cho ice  in A m e r ic a n  
society. "Big g o v e r n m e n t ” is, o f  
course, lo ca ted  in  W a s h in g to n ,  a n d  
not far b e n e a th  the su r face  o f  th e  "new 
federalism" is d e e p  a n d  s t ro n g  
a n t a g o n i s m  t o w a r d s  both  t h e  
northeast a n d  th e  city. S tu d e n t s  o f  U S  
history will reco gn ise  easi ly  these  
themes.
A  l t h o u g h  1 hav e  c o n c e n t r a te d  o n  
t h e  g r o w i n g  p o w e r  a n d  
in f luence  o f  th e  so -ca lled  "sun  
belt” in domestic U S  a f fa irs ,  it m u s t  be 
recognised th a t  th is  p o w e r  a n d  
influence is e x te n d in g  s o u th w a r d s .  
Lver since the  m id -n in e te e n th  c e n tu ry  
New O rleans  h a s  p la y e d  an  im p o r t a n t  
role in C e n t ra l  A m e r ic a n  po l i t ic s  an d  
econom ics, w hile  the ro le  o f  T e x a s  in 
Mexican a f fa i r s  is n o to r io u s .  In recen t 
years, m u c h  o f  the  c a p i t a l  in v e s tm e n t  
in G u a te m a la  o r ig in a te d  in the  sun  
b e l t .” T h e  n u m b e r  o f  C e n t r a l  
A m erican re fug ees  n o w  in th e  s o u t h ­
w es te rn  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  i s  v e r y  
substantia l a n d ,  b ec au se  o f  th e i r  illegal 
presence, th e i r  w elfare  a n d  fu tu re s  
present se r iou s  d if f icu l t ies  fo r  p r iv a te  
und public  a u th o r i t ie s .
I have a rg u e d  to  th is  p o in t  th a t  a n  
u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  W a s h i n g t o n ' s  
Central A m e r ic a n  po lic ies  sh o u ld  
develop f r o m  a n  u n d e r s ta n d in g  o f  
their d o m e s t i c  so u rce s ,  [ h o s e  so u rce s  
are located  in th e  c o n t in u in g  shift  o f  
economic a n d  po li t ica l  in f luence  f ro m  
the eas te rn  a n d  m id -w e s te rn  s ta le s  to  
the s o u th ,  so u th -w e s t  a n d  fa r  west. 
Major fo rce s  b eh in d  th e  e c o n o m ic  
transit ion a r e  the g ro w th  o f  th e  
m ili ta ry -indus tr ia l  c o m p le x  a n d  the  
growth o f  p o p u la t io n :  b eh in d  the
po li t ica l  c h a n g e  a r e  p o p u la t io n  
in c rea se s  a n d  ih e  c u l tu re  o f  th e  a re a ,  
th e  h is to ry  o f  w h ic h  re n d e rs  it 
r e sp o n s iv e  to  the  b e ll igeren t a n t i ­
c o m m u n i s m  o f  t h e  R e a g a n  
a d m i n i s t r a t i o n .  I n d e e d ,  id e o l o g y  
in f o rm s  p re s e n t  po l icy  eve ry  b it  as  
m u c h  as  d ire c t  e c o n o m i c  o r  g e o g r a p h ­
ical in te res ts  d o .
/ f  m y  a r g u m e n t  is b a s ica l ly  c o r r e c t  th u s  fa r ,  th en  th e  g ene ra l  t r e n d s  in R e a g a n 's  C e n t r a l  A m e r ic a n  policy  a r e  c o m p r e h e n s ib le :  a n  in s is tence  th a t  
th e  o p p o s i t i o n  m o v e m e n ts  in C e n tra l  
A m e r ic a  a r e  exc lus ive ly  m a r x i s t -  
lefiinist, t h a t  th ey  a r e  g u id ed  f r o m ,  an d  
a id e d  by, the K re m l in  via  H a v a n a  an d  
M a n a g u a ,  th a t  un less  the  o p p o s i t i o n  
can  be s to p p e d  in El S a lv a d o r ,  the
m o m e n ts ,  to  El S a lv a d o r  a n d  to  
S o m o / . a ' s  N i c a r a g u a .  M o r e  
im p o r t a n t ,  he  refused  to  send U S  
t r o o p s  to  N ic a ra g u a  a n d  even  o ffered  
e c o n o m ic  a id  to  th e  new  g o v e rn m e n t  
in M a n a g u a .  T h i s  is not t o  say  th a t  
C a r t e r  ac tiv e ly  s u p p o r te d  the  fo rces  o f  
re fo rm  in L a tin  A m e r ic a  —  1 suspec t 
th a t  w h a t  h a p p e n e d  in N ic a ra g u a  
re su l ted  m o r e  f r o m  ig n o ra n c e  a n d  
in d e c is io n  th a n  f r o m  c o n s c io u s  
p la n n in g . ‘J N ever the le ss ,  a s  so o n  a s  the 
R e a g a n  a d m i n i s t r a t i o n  c a m e  to  
p o w e r ,  g u i d e d  b y  s u c h  m o r a l  
p h i lo so p l '  rs  a s  J e a n n e  K irk p a t r ic k  
a n d  Al H aig ,  h u m a n  r igh ts  were 
s u b o r d in a te d  t o  th e  s tru gg le  fo r  
f r e e d o m ,  a n d  a n y  th o u g h t s  o f  a id  to  
th e  S a n d in i s t a  g o v e r n m e n t  were 
q u ic k ly  fo rg o t te n .
"This fundamental change in the location of power and 
influence is occurring in areas — especially the south 
and south-west — known for racism, religious 
fundamentalism, popularism, patriotism and distrust 
of the city. The old Democratic 'solid south' has been 
remarkably receptive to Reagan's 'newright'. Indeed 
the importance of ideology, combined with economic 
and political changes, cannot be underestimated
o th e r  c o u n t r ie s  will fall;  a n d  th a t  the 
o p p o s i t i o n  m u s t  be d e fea te d  forcibly. 
It is th is  last a r g u m e n t  th a t  has  
inc reas ing ly  d o m i n a t e d  W a s h in g to n 's  
a c t i o n s ,  e c o n o m i c  a i d  n o t w i t h ­
s ta n d in g .  B o th  in w o rd  a n d  d e e d ,  the  
R eag an  a d m i n i s t r a t io n  h a s  fo r s a k e n  
d ip l o m a c y  a n d  n e g o t i a t i o n  fo r  the  use 
o f  fo rce .  W hile  su ch  e m p h a s i s  m a y  be 
m is ta k e n ,  it is, in fac t ,  consistent w ith  
th e  views a n d  in te re s t s  o f  those  g ro u p s  
w h i c h  d o m i n a t e  t h e  R e a g a n  
c o n s t i tu e n c y .
It is n o t  m y  in te n t io n  here  to  review 
in  d e t a i l  t h e  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  
W a s h in g to n 's  fo re ig n  policy . I a s s u m e  
th a t  m o s t  o f  us ,  by s im p ly  w a tc h in g  
te lev is ion  o r  l is ten ing  to  th e  r a d i o , a r e  
I a  m  i I i a  r  w i t h  t h e  g r o w i n g  
m i l i ta r is a t io n  ol the reg ion .  It is 
im p o r t a n t ,  th e re fo re ,  to  reco gn ise  a 
s u b s ta n t i a l  c h a n g e  in  U S  po licy  f ro m  
t h e  C a r t e r  t o  t h e  R e a g a n  
a d m i n i s t r a t i o n  in the  w ill ingness  to  
a p p ly  fo rce .  T w o  e x a m p le s  sh o u ld  
suffice: C a r t e r ’s e n u n c ia t io n  o f  (he 
g o v e rn m e n t 's  c o n c e rn  fo r  h u m a n  
r ig h ts  led to  the  su s p e n s io n  o f  m il i ta ry  
aid  to  G u a te m a la  a n d ,  f o r  b r ie f
It w o u ld  be rem iss ,  h o w e v e r ,  to  
ig n o re  th e  ro le  th a t  e c o n o m ic  a id  p lays 
in US po licy  in C e n t r a l  A m e r ic a ,  o r  
n o t  to  a n a ly s e  W a s h in g to n 's  polic ies 
w ith  each  n a t io n  a n d  w ith  th e  reg io n  a s  
a w ho le .  A l th o u g h  t im e  will n o t  p e rm it  
m u c h  d e ta i l  h e re ,  it sh o u ld  be 
reco gn ised  th a t  e c o n o m ic  a id  h a s  been  
m ass ive ,  a n d ,  if the  r e c o m m e n d a t io n s  
o f  th e  K iss inger  C o m m is s io n  a re  
a c c e p te d ,  will b e c o m e  ind iges t ib le .  El 
S a lv a d o r ,  th e  la rgest  re c ip ien t  o f  US 
e c o n o m ic  a id  in 1983, received 
S U S 2 9 2 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0  —  o f  w h i c h  
$ U S 2 2 2 ,0 0 0 ,0 0 0  w en t  to  e c o n o m ic  
s t a b i l i s a t io n .10 The U nited  S ta te s  
a l lo c a te d  H o n d u r a s  $ U S I 02 .000 ,000  
in 1983 a n d  S U S  169.000.000 is 
p ro p o s e d  f o r  1984. G u a te m a la  w as 
lo a n e d  $ US 128 ,500,000 by  the W o r ld  
B a n k  a n d  t h e  I n t e r - A m e r i c a n  
D e v e l o p m e n t  B a n k  b e t w e e n  
N o v e m b e r  1983 a n d  F e b r u a r y  1984. 
T h e  K iss ing e r  C o m m is s io n  p ro p o s e s  
to  inves t  a  m ass ive  $U S 8 ,0 0 0 ,0 0 0 ,0 0 0  
in  th e  reg io n  o v e r  the  n e x t  five years .
M u c h  o f  th is  a id  will m ere ly  
c o m p e n s a te  fo r  c a p i t a l  o u t f lo w  as  the 
re g io n a l  b o u rg e o i s ie  h ed ges  its bets .  In
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a d d i t io n ,  these  fu n d s  will sh o re  up 
w h a t  is a r a p id ly  d e te r io r a t in g  
e c o n o m y  in e ve ry  c o u n t r y  e x c e p t  
N ic a ra g u a .  U n fo r tu n a te ly  th e r e  is 
li tt le in d ic a t io n  t h a t  th e  so u rc e  o f  
W a s h i n g t o n ' s  w o e s  in  C e n t r a l  
A m e r ic a  — the  p e o p le  them se lv e s  — 
will e v e r  ben e f i t  su b s ta n t i a l ly  f ro m  th is  
a id .  T h e  p r in c ip a l  s t r a te g y  in b o th  the  
C a r ib b e a n  Basin In i t ia t iv e  (C B i )  a n d  
t h e  K i s s i n g e r  C o m m i s s i o n  
r e c o m m e n d a t io n s  is to  s t r e n g th e n  as  
m u c h  a s  poss ib le  th e  p r iv a te  sec tor .  
T h e  l a t te r  r e p o r t  u rges  th e  C e n tra l  
A m e r ic a n  r e p u b l ic s  t o  lo o k  c lose ly  at 
the  d e v e lo p m e n t  p rocesses  o f  H o n g  
K o n g  a n d  S in g a p o r e  w h e re  c h e a p  
l a b o u r  uses a d v a n c e d  te c h n o lo g y  to  
a s s e m b le  a n d  e x p o r t  m a n u f a c tu r e s . 11 
A l th o u g h  it is t ru e  t h a t  U n ited  S ta te s  
b us iness  in te res ts  a r e  n o t  heav ily  
in v o lv ed  in C e n t r a l  A m er ica  — a litt le  
o v e r  $ U S 3 ,0 0 0 .0 0 0 .0 0 0  in in v e s tm e n ts  
o u ts id e  P a n a m a  th e  reg ion a l  
m a r k e t  d o e s  rep re se n t  sales  o f  m o re  
t h a n  $US2,0()l) .000,000 a  year ,  a n d  
fo re ig n  a id  on  th e  scalc in d ica te d  
a b o v e  will c e r t a in ly  a u g m e n t  th a t  
f igu re .  T h u s ,  th e  e c o n o m ic  a id  
p r o g r a m  to  C e n t r a l  A m e r ica  d o es  
r e p re se n t  a s ig n if ic an t  e lem en t  o f  the  
R e a g a n  a d m i n i s t r a t i o n ' s  reg io na l  
po l icy ,  a n d  Lhe e m p h a s i s  on  p r iv a te  
e n te r p r i s e  in the  a r e a 's  e c o n o m ic  
d e v e lo p m e n t  is en t i re ly  c o n s i s te n t  w ith  
its id e o lo g y  a n d  c o n s t i tu e n c y .
"Our Policy Is To Shoot First And Ask Questions Later: A re You Folks 
Commies?"
/ n the  co l le c t iv e  m in d  o f  th e  p re sen t  a d m i n i s t r a t i o n ,  h o w e v e r ,  w h a t  is a t  s t a k e  in C e n t r a l  A m er ica  is the U nited  S ta te s .  In a  recen t speech  to  the  
N a t i o n a l  H i s p a n i c  L e a d e r s h i p  
C o n fe re n c e .  P re s id e n t  R e a g a n  a rg u e d  
th a t  in C e n t r a l  A m e r ic a ,  " the  s t ra teg ic  
b a la n c e  o f  th e  w orld  is a t  s tak e  .... if 
C e n t r a l  A m e r ic a  is lost, then  o u r  o w n  
b o rd e r s  will be th r e a t e n e d " .1- T h is  is 
d o o m s d a y  stu ff .  It leaves n o  d o u b t  
t h a t  th e  U n ited  S ta te s  will hav e  to  be 
seen, a s  a  m in im u m ,  to  h av e  g a in ed  
v ic to ry .  But w h a t  d o e s  v ic to ry  m e a n  in 
C e n tra l  A m e r ic a ?  A n d  how  is it to  be 
a c h ie v e d ?  T h e  a n s w e r  is, p e rh a p s ,  no t  
so s im p le  a s  it seem s: o n e  o f  th e  basic  
p r o b l e m s  is W a s h in g to n 's  d e s i re  to  
r e g io n a lise  co n f l ic t  w h ich  is p r im a r i ly  
(b u t  n o t  exc lu s iv e ly )  n a t io n a l  in scope. 
Five s e p a r a te  re p u b l ic s  h a v e  to  be 
h o m o g e n i s e d  a n d  the  C o n t a d o r a  
peace  in i t ia t iv e  ign o red .  H o n d u r a s  
a n d  El S a lv a d o r  m u s t  fo r g e t  t h a t  they  
f o u g h t  a w a r  in 1969; C o s ta  R ica 'sc iv i l  
g u a rd  m u s t  be u p g r a d e d ;  G u a te m a la
Helping the USA against the Sandlnista government are contras (counter­
revolutionaries), armed with rocket launchers, on a mission in Nicaragua.
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must cease it c la im s  o n  Belize an d  so 
On.
At the ve ry  leas t ,  v ic to ry  m e a n s  the  
toppling o f  th e  S a n d in i s ta  g o v e r n m e n t  
in N ica ragu a  a n d  th e  d e s t ru c t io n  ol 
the o p p o s i t io n  m o v e m e n t ,  a t  leas t  in 
their g uerr i l la  ph ase s ,  in El S a lv a d o r  
and G u a te m a la .  N o  se r io u s  o b se rv e r  
believes th a t  the  R e a g a n  a d m i n i s t r a t ­
ion des ires  a  n e g o t ia te d  so lu t io n  to  
either confl ic t .  W h e n  th e  S an d in i s ta s  
met o ne  series o f  US "d e m a n d s" ,  
Reagan s im p ly  increased  th e  a n t e . 1-1 In 
El S a lv a d o r ,  n e i th e r  the official 
governm ent,  n o r  W a s h in g to n ,  has 
indicated th a t  th ey  w a n t  to  ta lk  a b o u t  
the F D R / F M L N  m in im u m  po in ts .  
Despite rh e to r ic  to  th e  c o n t r a r y ,  
C o n tado ra  r e m a in s  on  th e  m a rg in s  — 
and they have  vo iced  th e i r  f ru s t r a t io n .  
Said the  K iss inger  C o m m is s io n ;
To be sure, the interests and attitudes o f  
these four countries are not identical, nor 
do they always comport with our own.14
Reagan's  ch o ice  o f  the m i l i ta ry  
solution is o v e rw h e lm in g ly  o b v io u s :  
fortress H o n d u r a s  n o w  b o a s t s  five new  
airstr ips, tw o  b a r r a c k s  a n d  office 
complexes, a field h o sp i ta l ,  th i r te en  
miles o f  a n t i - t a n k  t r e n c h e s ,  the 
Regional M i l i ta ry  T ra in in g  C e n te r  
and there  is m o r e  to  c o m e ,  in c lu d in g  a 
perm anent n av a l  base  all  c o u r te s y  
of W a s h in g to n .15 T h e  C i A  m ines  
N icaraguan  w a te rs ,  a n d  a r m s  m a n y  
thousands  o f  contra.v to  in v a d e  th a t  
country f r o m  H o n d u r a s  a n d  C o s ta  
Rica; W a s h in g to n  is w o rk in g  h a rd  to  
r e v iv e  t h e  m o r i b u n d  C e n t r a l  
A m e r i c a n  D e f e n s e  C o u n c i l  
(CON D E C  A) a n d  to  bu ild  a n  " iron  
t r i ang l e "  a m o n g  G u a t e m a l a ,  
H onduras  a n d  El S a lv a d o r ;  US p ilo ts  
lly r e c o n n a is san ce  m iss io n s  o v e r  El 
S alvador a n d  N ic a ra g u a ;  th e  U S  navy  
is to c o n d u c t  co a s ta l  su rv e i l la n c e  in  the  
Gull o f  F o n se ca ;  a n d  a c c o rd in g  to  
reports p u b l i sh e d  in th e  International 
Herald Tribune, the P e n ta g o n  is n o w  
capable o f  f ig h t ing  a w a r  in C e n t ra l  
America w i th o u t  h a v in g  to  rely o n  its 
S o u t h e r n  C o m m a n d  b a s e  in  
P a n a m a .1,1 M i l i ta ry  "ass is tan ce"  to  
Central A m er ica  is to  in c re a se  f ro m  
about S U SK .800 ,000  in 1980 to  a 
requested S IJ S 2 5 9 .0 0 0 .0 0 0 in  1984 '7. It 
is unnecessary  to  p ress  the  po in t ,  bu t  
the K iss inger C o m m is s io n  c lea r ly  
dram atised  the R e a g a n  a d m i n i s t r a t ­
ion's view w h e n ,  in d is cu ss in g  the  
things the U S  sh a re d  w ith  L a tin  
America, it s ta ted :
The transcontinental sweep o f  the 
southern United States that stretches from  
Miami to Los Angeles, and which is home 
to many o f  our fastest growing urban areas 
and high technology industries, regards as 
a natural element o f  life its shared G ulf and  
Caribbean sea routes as well as a 2,000 mile 
land border facing south."1
r he  b rev i ty  o f  th is  a r t ic le  a n d  its fo cu s  o n  the  d o m e s t i c  so u rce s  o f  W a s h in g to n 's  C e n t ra l  A m e r i c a n  po lic ies  le ad s  easi ly  to  c h a rg e s  o f  
r e d u c t io n i s m  w hich  1 a c k n o w le d g e .  
I a m  a w a r e  o f  the  P e n ta g o n 's  repea ted  
s t a t e m e n ts  o f  r e lu c tan ce  to  f ight 
a n o t h e r  w a r  w i th o u t  the s u p p o r t  o f  the  
U n i t e d  S l a t e s '  p e o p l e ;  C a r t e r ,  
a l t h o u g h  a s o u t h e r n e r ,  w as m o re
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" R e a g a n  s C e n t r a l  A m e r i c a n  p o l i c y  (is,  
comprehensible: an insistence that the oppositn 
movements in Central America are exclusively 
marxist-leninist; that they are guided from, and aidi 
by, the Kremlin via Havana and Managua; that unlei 
the opposition can be stopped in El Salvador, the othi 
countries will fall; and that the opposition must 
defeated fo rc ib ly ... Both in word and deed the Reagal 
adm inistration has forsaken diplom acy am  
negotiation for the use of force. "
"dov e- ish "  in his C e n tra l  A m e r ic a n  
po lic ies  t h a n  R e a g a n ;  im p e r ia l i sm  a n d  
th e  use o f  fo rce  h a v e  m a n y  p ro p o n e n t s  
a m o n g  re p re se n ta t iv e s  o f  n o r t h ­
e a s te rn  f in a n c e  c a p i ta l ;  s o m e  o f  
R e a g a n 's  m o s t  v o c a l  c r i t ics  c o m e  f ro m  
reg ion s  w h e re  he  sh o u ld  receive 
s t a u n c h  s u p p o r t .  But th e  ideo log ica l  
a n d  m il i ta ry  b a se s  o f  c u r r e n t  po l icy  d o  
ref lec t  im p o r t a n t  fo rce s  r a th e r  
recen tly  e m e rg e n t  in A m e r i c a n  life. It 
he lps  to  e x p la in  the c o n te m p t  held fo r  
a  n e g o t ia te d ,  p o l i t ic a l  so lu t io n  a n d  the 
e n th u s ia s m  fo r  bell igerency . Its logic 
leads to  th e  use o f  force to  ach iev e  
a d m i n i s t r a t i o n  g o a ls ,  a n d  if C e n t ra l  
A m e r ic a n  force  i tse lf  sh o u ld  fail,  th en  
U S  t r o o p s  will be c o m m i t t e d .  O n ly  a 
c h a n g e  in a d m i n i s t r a t i o n  m ig h t  deflec t 
th e  U S  g o v e rn m e n t 's  policy .
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